LEPROSY   CAN   BE   CURED
_at all. In many cases, leprosy begins with pale patches of
skin, with loss of sensation here and there, but with no
pain—and patches may be easily concealed unless they
happen to be on the face or hands. So the others may not
find it out until too late, when the disease has advanced;
and by that time several or all of the family may have
become infected. When the leprosy has " burnt itself out "
and the patient is no longer a source of danger, the others
may send him away, too late to do any good; and the
disease goes on in the family.
Now the remarkable thing about leprosy is this: the
disease is personally contagious, and any leper is a danger
to those with whom he is intimately associated. But it
requires a close contact, sometimes a long contact, to
spread the infection. A leper may sleep on a pillow and
infect it. Someone else may sleep on that pillow the next
night, and might get leprosy, for his contact with the
pillow is prolonged over several hours. But the casual
touching of lepers is safe; leprosy cannot be borne by
water, like typhoid or cholera, nor by flies, like dysentery.
As far as we know, dogs and other animals cannot spread
it, nor can the germs be carried by the air, as can tubercle,
diphtheria, whooping cough, and so many other diseases.
Fleas spread plague and lice spread typhus; but neither
spread leprosy. So in leprosy we have a disease which
could be stamped out entirely, if only we could isolate all
lepers effectively. The trouble is, of course, that isolation
has to be done for so many years; moreover, the actual
number of lepers in a country like India is very large.
Nevertheless, leprosy can be stopped by isolation. The
Catholic Church in the Middle Ages maintained lazarettos
aE over Europe, probably to the number of some 20,000.
No doubt these asylums were pretty dreadful places; in-
deed, we have accounts of them which are fairly grim.
But they did their job. Leprosy, once rife in Europe, was
very nearly stamped out, so that for centuries it has been
the rarest possible thing to see a leper in Western Europe,

